FOR a long time, scholars have assumed a direct relationship between the Egyptian and West Semitic worlds in one matter of personal hygiene and, probably, of religious rites.' "Circumcision," stated Eduard Meyer, "was at home in Egypt from the earliest times, and from there it was adopted by the Israelites and by the Phoenicians."2 However, the evidence that one gleans from the Egyptian sources suggests that such a strong statement should, at best, be subjected to further investigation. Indeed, to my mind, it is highly improbable.
mummified bodies contributes to our knowledge of the techniques by which the Egyptians attained their objectives. Thus one can note a basic difference between the Israelites and the Egyptians in the surgical process involved in circumcision. Whereas the Hebrews amputated the prepuce and thus exposed the corona of the penis, the Egyptian practice consisted of a dorsal incision upon the foreskin which liberated the glans penis.7 The Old Kingdom reliefs at Saqqara clearly demonstrate the results obtained by the Egyptian surgeon.8
Two passages from Joshua 5 are relevant to this problem. Vs. 2 consists of a command issued to Joshua: "Make for yourself knives of flint and circumcise again the children of Israel the second time." Some have thought that this passage has been altered by a later editor to harmonize it with other references in the Bible. But in the light of the foregoing, this can now be explained as an injunction for those who have accepted an Egyptian circumcision to "improve" on the ritual by undergoing a thorough removal of the foreskin. In this context, God's remark in vs. 9 becomes clearer. When the deed was accomplished, he states: "This day I have rolled away the reproach of Egypt from off you."
Other fundamental variations in the performance of the rite are to be noticed. Hebrews, from the time of the first patriarch on, were enjoined to circumcise their male infants at the age of eight days. In Egypt, however, texts, sculptures, and mummies seem to support the conclusion that babies never underwent the operation; it was reserved for either a period of prenuptial ceremonies or, more likely, for initiation into the state of manhood.9 Still remaining to be decided is the question of whether circumcision among the Egyptians was voluntary or universally imposed; whether it was adopted by the common populace or reserved for a high caste which included the pharaoh, his priests, his courtiers, and his immediate servants.I0 When, then, did the Hebrews adopt the practice of circumcision? that was adopted, a millennium later, by the Hebrews. Dr. C. W. Vermuelen, a urologist of Billings Hospital, after examination of the figurines, reported:
In A, the corona of the penis being completely exposed, circumcision is undoubtedly represented. The same is true of C, in which the glans penis is remarkably accurate anatomically. Specimen B probably represents incomplete circumcision. In each of these specimens the penis is pendulous; if erection is actually represented, B may be uncircumcised, but in A and C circumcision is still quite certain.I5
These indications seem suggestive enough, and until some new finds from other areas come to increase the present state of our knowledge, a few conclusions can be cautiously presented. Circumcision was known to the inhabitants of North Syria during the early third millennium B.C. The practice may have been introduced there by a group which entered, apparently peaceably, the cAmuq region sometime around 3200 B.C. (Phase F). Mixing with the old stock which lived in the area, this new group led to the flowering of a culture, Phase G of 2800 B.C., that became brilliant in its achievements. It is not impossible that its attainments were imitated west of the Euphrates. All the evidence which is now at our disposal suggests that the era thus created was a particularly rich one for the inhabitants of the Balikh and Khabur plains.'6 In this manner, the residents of those areas, which were to see the growth of the Hebrew patriarch Abraham, possibly became acquainted with the rite. The more civilized sections farther southeast, in Mesopotamia, however, did not accept it.
cAmuq G was also a phase corresponding to a time in which Egypt was ending its Gerzean period, and in which the early dynasts were fashioning a united empire. It was an age, also, in which circumcised Syrians were depicted as being eaten by proud embodiments of Egypt. One too, in which all sorts of Asiatic elements, predominantly from the coastal region, were influencing the arts and crafts of the Two Lands.I7 The worship of Seth, a divinity probably of Syrian provenance, was well-established in the Delta and seriously contended with that of Horus. In such an atmosphere, it seems inescapable that some of the infiltrators' rituals became accepted and adapted by the ruling classes. As a last argument, it may be appropriate to point out that the Egyptian word for the term "foreskin," qrn.t, is beyond doubt a phonetic rendering of the Semitic grlt, Hebrew corlah. This in itself may be an indication that the concept of circumcision traveled from the north to the south, and not the other way around. 
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